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Abstract 
Alexithymia refers to a  deficit in identifying and processing feelings, in distinguishing feelings from bodily 
sensations, and an externally oriented way of thinking. Alexithymia has been linked to lower scores on verbal, non-verbal and 
general intelligence tests (Lilly & Valdez, 2001). Other studies have shown that higher scores in alexithymia measures 
corresponded to lower scores in creativity (Zenasni & Lubart, 2009) and emotional intelligence (Coffey & Kerns, 2003). Little 
research has been found exploring alexithymia with vocational measures, such as vocational maturity. The latter has been defined 
as how well individuals are capable to manage the cognitive and affective tasks that are proper to his or her stage of career 
development (Super & Thompson, 1979). This research aims to verify the impact of alexithymia (measured by the Toronto 
Alexithymia Scale, TAS-20) on vocational maturity (measured by the Career Educational Questionnaire, CEQ). The sample 
consisted of 592 Brazilian university students, ages between 16 and 51 years old, of both sexes (M = 224 ; F = 368).  Multiple 
regression analysis was conducted to evaluate how well the three dimensions of alexithymia measured by the TAS-20 (difficulty 
in describing feelings, difficulty in identifying feelings and external-oriented thinking) predicted the four dimensions of the 
vocational maturity  measured by the CEQ (self-knowledge, information sources, career planning, decision factors and 
occupational knowledge). Results: using Bonferroni method the type I error was controlled. The determination coefficient (R2(590) 
= .127) indicates that 13% of the variance of the decision factors (CEQ) is explained by the linear association with the difficulty in 
identifying feelings (TAS-  in 
order to choose a career
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1. Introduction 
Alexithymia is a construct first conceptualized by Nemiah and Sifneos (1970) as a difficulty in the communicative 
patterns of certain individuals who demonstrated an inability to verbally express or describe feelings, as well as a 
marked diminution of fantasy. Since then, many scientific studies have been conducted to test and expand this 
construct (Bagby, Taylor, Parker & Dickens, 2006). According to these authors, alexithymia is a disorder of affect 
regulation resulting from developmental impairments in cognitive representations that process all emotional 
information.  For instance, with non-alexithymic individuals, the capacity for emotion awareness is directly related to 
the degree of complexity in these cognitive representations (Lane, Quinlan, & Schwartz, Walker, & Zeitlin,1990). 
Alexithymia has been negatively related to many aspects of cognitive function such as verbal, nonverbal and 
general intelligence scores (Lilly & Valdez, 2001). It has been also linked with less creativity (Zenasni & Lubart, 
2009) and lower scores of emotional intelligence (Coffey & Kerns, 2003). Little research has been found exploring 
alexithymia with vocational measures.  
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One of the main contributors to the study of vocational psychology was Donald Super (1962), who was the first 
author to sustain that vocational choices and work adjustment should be studied with a focus on a developmental 
perspective (Savickas, 2001). He stated that individuals develop their work role throughout different developmental 
stages, across the lifespan. Therefore, vocational maturity can be conceptualized as the successful accomplishment of 
age and stage developmental tasks (Super & Thomson, 1979). According to Super and Thompson (1979), the 
vocational maturity construct is divided in affective and cognitive dimensions. For the first, two sub-dimensions are 
described: a) career planning, b) awareness and use of resources for career exploration. For the cognitive sub-
dimensions we find: a) information about the world of work and knowledge of decision-making processes, b) and 
knowledge about the preferred occupation.  
In recent years, Dupont (1992) expanded the concept of vocational maturity describing two main dimensions: 
work values and career preparation. The latter includes six sub-dimensions, four of which relate to attitudes about 
career planning (steps taken to better chose a career, factors considered in choosing a career, preferred occupation, 
and job seeking), and two of which relate to attitudes about career exploration (information obtained about careers, 
activities of exploration).   
This study aims to verify the relationship between alexithymia and vocational maturity. Considering that 
vocational maturity is influenced by cognitive and affective sub-dimensions, we could infer that alexithymic 
individuals would present difficulties with vocational maturity.  
 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants  
 
A sample of n=592 undergraduate students (M = 224 ; F = 368) of a Brazilian university answered both 
questionnaires. The ages ranged between 16 to 51 years old, the mean age was 23.9 (SD = 5,18). The sample was 
composed of students from three major academic sectors: 338 (57.1%) from Health Sciences, 152 (25.7%) from 
Humanities and 102 (17.2%) from Sciences and Engineering.  
 
2.2. Procedure and Measures  
 
Students volunteered to participate in the study without compensation and were recruited in the different 
departments of a Brazilian university located in the south of Brazil. Participants were informed that they would 
participate in a study about how people manage their emotions and factors that have an influence in their career 
choices. Each participant was instructed to complete the Brazilian version of the questionnaires (TAS-20 and QEC). 
 
2.2.1 Toronto Alexithymia scale (TAS-20) - The TAS-20 (Bagby, Parker & Taylor, 1994) is a 20-item self-report 
measure that provides a total alexithymia score. This instrument evaluates three sub-dimensions: 1) difficulty 
identifying feelings (DIF), which is the difficulty some people present in identifying their own emotional state; 2) 
difficulty describing feelings (DDF), which measures the extent to which people have difficulties in describing their 
feelings to others; and 3) externally oriented thinking (EOT), which measures the extent to which some people have 
a tendency to pay attention to concrete details of external events rather than their own emotional inner experience. 
The TAS-20 has demonstrated excellent psychometric properties since it has been constructed and across cultures 
(Bagby, Taylor, Quilty, & Parker, 2007), including in Brazil where it has been validated (Wiethaeuper, Balbinotti, 
Pelisoli, & Barbosa, 2005). 
 
2.2.2 Career Education Questionnaire (CEQ)  The CEQ (The re - QEC 
(Dupont, 1992) was used to measure vocational maturity. It is a self-report measure with four-point Likert scale (1= 
Never and 5= Very often), eliefs about the importance 
and significance of work (work values, Wv). The second part assesses the attitudes concerning career preparation and 
is divided in six sub-scales, four measuring the career planning attitudes (steps taken, ST; factors considered, FC; 
preferred occupation, PO; job seeking, JS) and two others measuring exploration attitudes (information obtained 
through different sources, IO; and exploration activities, EA). In the third part of the questionnaire individuals 
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answer about their knowledge of professions and work market. This last scale was not used in this study because it 
assesses more specifically,  knowledge about the nature of certain jobs, the number of years required 
to graduation, the structure and types of classes, and others. The QEC has been validated to the Brazilian population 
, & Gingras, 2010).  
3. Results 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations, for all measures are shown in Table 1. Correlation coefficients 
were conducted among all the variables. Using the Bonferroni approach to control for type I error across the 
correlations, a p value of less than .003 (.05/15) was assumed. The results of the correlational analysis of the TAS-20 
dimensions with those of the QEC show that 11 out of the 15 correlations were statistically significant and were 
greater or equal to .14. The TAS-20 dimensions difficulty in describing feelings (DDF) and difficulty in identifying 
feelings (DIF) were both negatively correlated to QEC  career planning. This generally means that more 
tasks. The TAS-20 dimension external oriented thinking (EOT) was negatively correlated to QEC  work values 
(Wv), career planning and exploration activities. This means that more the individuals tend to pay attention to 
concrete details of external events rather than their own emotional inner experience, less they are able to define their 
work values, plan their careers, or engage in career exploration activities.  
 
Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations, for all Measures (n=592) 
 
Variables 
 
 
M 
 
SD 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
1. TAS-20 DDF 
 
12.3 
 
4.3      
2. TAS-20 DIF 15.3 5.9 . 51*     
3. TAS-20 EOT 
 
18.9 
 
5.4 . 40* . 21*    
4. QEC - Wv 
 
98.4 
 
9.0 -. 09 -. 10 -. 20*   
5.  QEC-CP 204.2 22.7 -. 24* -. 30* -. 21* . 26*  
6. QEC-EA 61.1 14.9 -. 043 -. 02 -. 14* . 12* -. 38* 
 
*p  is assumed. Independent Variables (IV): Difficulty in Describing Feelings (DDF), Difficulty in Identifying Feelings (DIF), and 
External-Oriented Thinking (EOT); Dependent Variables (DV): Work Values (WV), Career Planning attitudes (CP), Exploration Activities (EA).  
 
To test the hypothesis that the relationship between the sub-dimensions of career maturity (as measured by the 
QEC) can be explained by the three sub-dimensions of the TAS-20, separate and multiple regression analysis were 
conducted. Results are shown in table 2. The first regression model was used to determine how well the three TAS-
20 sub-dimensions predicted work values. The linear combination of the three sub-dimensions was significantly 
related to work values F(3, 478) = 7.35, p  .001. The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .21, indicating that 
only 4% of the variance of the work values is explained by this linear combination. More specifically, the relative 
strength of each variable indicated that external oriented thinking was the only significant result (p  The 
second model was used determined how well the TAS-20 sub-dimensions predicted career planning. Results showed 
that the linear combination of the three TAS-20 sub-dimensions, predicted career planning F(3, 468) = 21.4, p 
.001. The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .35, indicating approximately 13% of the career planning can 
be accounted by the linear combination of the TAS-20 sub-dimensions. The relative strength of each variable 
indicated that difficulty in identifying feelings (p  and externally oriented thinking (p were significantly 
related to career planning. Finally, the third model was used to determine how well the three TAS-20 sub-
dimensions predicted exploration attitudes. The linear combination these sub-dimensions was significantly related to 
exploration attitudes F(3, 470) = 3.1, p  .05. The multiple correlation coefficient was .14 indicating that only 2% of 
the variance can be accounted by this combination. The relative strength of each variable indicated that external 
oriented thinking was significantly correlated with exploration attitudes (p  
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Table 2 
Summary of Regression Models for Variables Relating to Vocational Maturity (N = 592) 
 
Predictor variables 
 
 
DV 
 
B 
 
SD B 
 
 
 
Model 1 
DDF 
DIF 
EOT 
 
 
Wv 
 
 
.06 
-.12 
-.32 
 
 
.12 
.08 
.08 
 
 
.03 
-.08 
-.19** 
     
Model 2 
DDF 
DIF 
EOT 
 
CP 
 
-.37 
-.93 
-.55 
 
.29 
.19 
.20 
 
-.07 
-.24** 
-.13* 
     
Model 3 
DDF 
DIF 
EOT 
 
EA 
 
.04 
.01 
-.39 
 
.19 
.13 
.14 
 
.01 
.01 
-.14* 
 
*p p external oriented thinking (EOT); work values 
(WV), career planning (CP), exploration activities (EA). 
4. Conclusion 
Vocational maturity is understood as the si
for each stage of development, it includes the readiness to cope with the required developmental tasks at a given 
stage. Our main idea was that if an individual is not capable to process emotions adequately, he (or she) will have 
less capacity to cope with the essential vocational tasks of each stage, especially the ones that are more affective 
related. In order to test this hypothesis, our study recruited a sample of university students, measuring alexithymia 
and vocational maturity. The results of the TAS-20 sub-dimensions related to the QEC demonstrated that those 
individuals who presented more difficulties in identifying inner feelings, presented more difficulties with career 
planning, which means that they had more difficulties (lower scores) with taking the necessary steps to plan their 
future career, with being able to consider the necessary factors to choose a career, and finally, with the job search 
related to the preferred occupation (all sub-dimensions of career planning). Furthermore, individuals who presented 
more externally oriented thinking demonstrated less capacity with all dimensions of vocational maturity: work 
values, career planning, and exploration attitudes. It seems that being able to recognize and explore inner states is 
related to being vocationally mature. In terms of predictions, our results demonstrated that alexithymia was the best 
predictor of difficulties in career planning. Consequently, those individuals with difficulties in processing emotions 
will be less able to perform all the tasks related to planning their future careers. Further research is needed in order to 
understand the relationship of difficulties in emotions processing and difficulties in career choices and career 
decisions.  
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